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The Bolivian government announced that President Hugo Banzer would step down on Aug. 6,
exactly one year before the end of his term. Vice President Jorge Quiroga Ramirez will take over
for the ailing Banzer. Quiroga will have to tackle serious social and economic problems during an
election year. The 75-year-old Banzer has been in Washington, DC, since June 30 for treatment at
Walter Reed Army Medical Center. He was diagnosed with cancer.
"Doctors have confirmed President Banzer has cancer in his left lung and liver," Information
Minister Manfredo Kempff said in a video linkup broadcast from Washington on July 7. Banzer was
among the many Latin American dictators who received training at the US Army's School of the
Americas in Panama in the 1960s. He headed a de facto military government from 1971 to 1978.
After running in six consecutive elections in the 1980s and 1990s, Banzer finally won the presidency
in 1997 for a five-year term to end Aug. 6, 2002. Supporters say he strengthened Bolivian democracy.
In addition, Banzer, under pressure from the US, promised to eradicate illicit coca plantations.
The government says that just 2,000 hectares of coca remain in the Chapare, the country's main
coca-producing region, of the 37,000 ha of coca in the area in 1997. The campesinos who grow
coca charge, however, that the Banzer government has failed to provide effective alternatives for
their economic survival. They also say that Banzer has abused human rights, failed to get rid of
corruption, and neglected the needs of the impoverished, indigenous majority.
An estimated 60% of Bolivia's 8 million people live in poverty, which has increased under Banzer's
tenure, and the gap between rich and poor has widened. The UN Development Program (UNDP)
says Bolivia's per capita GDP was less than US$1,000 in 2000. German-based Transparency
International (TI) gives Bolivia the worst score on the Corruption Perception Index (CPI) in Latin
America and among the worst in the world. Banzer decides to step down Quiroga, who has been
acting president since Banzer left, went to Washington to meet with the president on July 14.
In a short press conference, both Banzer and Quiroga said the president would return to Bolivia and
resume his duties. After further discussions with advisors and members of his Cabinet, however,
Banzer decided to step down.
On July 27, Kempff said Banzer would interrupt his treatment to fly to Sucre on Aug. 6, Bolivia's
Independence Day, where he would turn the presidency over to Quiroga before returning to
Washington. "The president will resign of his own volition, without pressures of any kind,"
Kempff said, referring to calls from business leaders that Banzer step down because his absence
was creating a power vacuum and was harmful to the country's political and economic situation.
Quiroga's party not unified in its support In Bolivia, analysts speculated on the effects Quiroga's
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assumption of the presidency would have on the country, especially within the governing Accion
Democratica Nacionalista (ADN).
Many analysts contend that Quiroga does not have the support of Banzer, his family, which has
blocked Quiroga from entering the presidential palace, or his closest advisors Kempff, Minister of
Government Guillermo Fortun, and Minister of the Presidency Marcelo Perez Monasterios. Perez
said that the governing coalition the ADN, the Movimiento de la Izquierda Revolucionaria (MIR),
and the Unidad Civica Solidaridad (UCS) will remain united until Aug. 6, 2002, when whoever is
elected next year takes office. Fortun is said to be the Quiroga's strongest opponent within the ADN,
which is split between the old guard (called the dinosaurs) and the younger members of the party
(known as the pitufos) who support Quiroga.
One of his first tasks may be to prevent the old guard from undermining his presidency. The 41year-old Quiroga, a US-educated industrial engineer, had planned to run for president in 2007, his
first opportunity since Bolivian law prevents the president and vice president from holding office
in successive terms. As Banzer's popular support has suffered from his war against coca growers,
repression of social protests, and continued corruption in the administration, Quiroga has been seen
by many as one of the more competent, relatively honest politicians in Bolivia.
Others say he is just another politician who offers more of the same. The Central Obrera Boliviana
(COB) has no expectation that Quiroga will make significant changes in Banzer's economic policies,
which the COB blames for the economic crisis and the poverty of Bolivians. Bolivia began applying
neoliberal economic policies in 1985, and in the last two years, protests against the policies have
escalated, led by campesinos and the COB. The unions "fear that the government of Quiroga will
be even harsher in applying the neoliberal model because he was formed in the US," said COB
executive secretary Jorge Escalante. "With Banzer or with Quiroga, the government will remain
inflexible, which leaves us with no alternative but to continue organizing workers and campesinos to
fight the model that has made us poorer."

Social unrest continues
While the administration has been involved in dealing with Banzer's illness, on June 21 campesinos
from around the country set up roadblocks to protest the eradication of coca fields in the Yungas
region and what it said was the government's failure to live up to prior commitments. The Yungas
is the only area where campesinos are legally allowed to grow coca for traditional uses. The
latest round of protests have resulted in three deaths, dozens of injuries, 100 arrests, and sizeable
monetary losses for the tourism industry.
On July 19, the government agreed to a 10-day truce proposed by the Confederacion Sindical de
Trabajadores Campesinos de Bolivia (CSUTCB). In the agreement, the CSUTCB said it would lift
the roadblocks, and the government said it would withdraw the military and police from the area,
release 97 people who were detained during the demonstrations, and resume meetings with the
campesinos. Signing the accord for the government were Perez, Fortun, and Defense Minister Gen.
Oscar Vargas. CSUTCB leader Felipe Quispe signed the agreement for the campesinos.
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On July 23, Quiroga said that the government was willing to work out plans for development in the
highlands, but he warned that negotiations between the government and the campesinos would not
be allowed to "tear apart the country."

-- End --
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